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ranging from the late fifth to the early seventh centuries, frame his reclusion in historiographic terms.3 Given their influence on later readings of Tao and his works, these four documents deserve to be studied in their own right.
The four biographies have generally been used by readers as a repository of facts about Tao Regardless of the credibility of specific anecdotes, it is clear that the biographies are the products of their compilers' choices in the selection and presentation of materials and are thus interpretations of Tao's life. To be sure, the four biographies share much of the same content, but a process of addition and deletion of materials yields very different portraits. In the following discussion, each of the four texts is analyzed separately and brought into comparison to probe the nature, means, contexts and motivations of construction in the biographers' portrayals, which serves as an important step toward understanding how later conceptions of Tao were shaped. Understanding these biographies as distinct documents requires close attention to differences among them and to the choices involved in their production. Tao Reclusion was not merely a category used by historians for classifying the dead, but also named a specific type of social interaction in which a literatus engaged while alive. In Six Dynasties culture, reclusion was a positively valued and in some cases highly sociable practice that continued to evolve.11 While Aat Vervoorn has argued that major facets of the Chinese eremitic tradition were established by the end of the Han dynasty,12 according to Alan Berkowitz, "it was during the Six Dynasties that the building blocks of reclusion in China--the individuals whose lives denote the substance of it--came to form the framework that characterized reclusion throughout premodern China."13 Tao Yuanming was one of these individuals and his practice of reclusion considerably contributed to the fabric of this tradition. 
Conclusion
This discussion has argued that there is much to be gained from a critical examination of Tao Yuanming's biographies. While they have turned out to be products of an interested selection of materials in the service of each compiler's purposes, the information provided by these biographies must still be used, for they are the only complete, early secondary accounts of his life (Yan Yanzhi's dirge aside). But the construction of these biographies can no longer be ignored. Since these texts have generally been treated as reliable historical documents, little attention has been paid to variations among them and development over time.
These four texts have generally been taken for granted by scholars up to the present who treat them as sources of information rather than as texts that influenced later readings of Tao Yuanming. As the first group of texts in the history of Tao's reception, they not only set the terms for later discussions, give the contexts and authorial intentions with which to read certain poems, but also mold the imaginations of later readers. Later readers would unquestioningly use stories from these biographies as referents for Tao's poems, taking it for granted that these are "accounts." The problem with this hermeneutical process, which relies unreservedly on the stability of these
